Effects of radiotherapy and surgery in early breast cancer: an overview of the randomized trials
How were differences between studies investigated?
The chi-squared statistic was used to test heterogeneity among trials. Treatment effects of different subgroups were analysed separately.
Results of the review
There were 36 trials comparing radiotherapy plus surgery with the same surgery alone (17,273 women; 10 trials comparing more-extensive surgery with less-extensive surgery (4,818 women); and 18 trials comparing more-extensive surgery with less-extensive surgery plus radiotherapy (9,891 women).
Overall mortality was similar in patients treated with surgery plus radiotherapy or treated with surgery alone (40.3 versus 41.4%, p=0.5). Patients in the radiotherapy group had a lower risk of death due to breast cancer (OR 0.94, 95% confidence interval, CI: 0.88, 1.00; p=0.03) and a higher risk of death from other causes (OR 1.24, 95% CI: 1.09, 1.42; p=0.002). Isolated local recurrence was significantly lower in patients treated with surgery plus radiotherapy than in patients treated with surgery alone (6.7 versus 19.6%; OR 0.33). It was not possible to assess the effect of radiotherapy on distant recurrence.
Overall mortality was similar when more extensive surgery was compared with less extensive surgery (48.0 versus 50.1%; OR 0.97, p=0.4). The difference in isolated local recurrence between more and less extensive surgery was not significant.
No significant difference in total mortality was found when mastectomy was compared with breast-conserving surgery plus radiotherapy (22.9 versus 22.9%), or when axillary clearance was compared with radiotherapy (54.7 versus 54.9%)
Authors' conclusions
Some of the local therapies for breast cancer had substantially different effects on the rates of local recurrence (such as the reduced recurrence with the addition of radiotherapy to surgery) but there were no definite differences in overall survival at 10 years.
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